The Quatrain

Jackson
by Lauren Washington

The buzzer goes off, signaling the end of the game.
Jackson’s classmates sit on the home side and go crazy, cheering
for their boys as they go down to meet them on the court. People
dressed in red and white flood the floor, fans meeting players,
while the losing team makes their way back to the locker room.
Jackson stands a few feet from the center of the court, his white
and red jersey making a stark contrast against his dark brown skin.
He looks around, taking in the excitement that fills the basketball
court. Three years Jackson has spent playing for this team, yet the
celebrations just don’t have the same effect on him as they do on
everyone else.
When his mom moved Jackson and his two younger
siblings to Texas from Louisiana for her new job, there wasn’t
much for Jackson besides basketball. He put his all into the game
and didn’t focus on things like relationships too much. Jackson
learned early on that people always come and go. But between
him, his family, and the game, he had all he needed.
The celebration around Jackson continues, and he starts to
head back towards the locker room, alone. All the love and praise
he could get came from just playing his heart out and seeing the
team win the game; he didn’t need the celebration because it just
seemed extra. The true reward was being able to play on the court.
Just when Jackson makes it out of the large crowd of people, he
hears his name, causing him to turn around.
A large, dark-skin man stands in front of him, dressed in
khakis, an athletic polo, a hat, and carrying a notebook.
“Jackson Starks, right?” asks the man.
“Yes sir,” Jackson says, looking slightly confused at being
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approached by this stranger.
The two stand eye level at about 6’. The man extends his
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hand, a hint of a smile playing on his face. “My name is Bryan

Jackson starts heading home, excitement pulsing through

Parker. I’m the head coach over at Ruston College. I wanted to

his veins. A full offer. He still couldn’t believe it. Life had never been

come introduce myself cause, man, you had quite a game out

picture perfect for Jackson. After his family’s move out to Texas, it

there. Congratulations, kid.”

felt like life would not let Jackson catch a break. His biological dad

Jackson takes the coach’s hand, matching the slight smile
on his face. “Thank you, sir.”
“I was just wondering,” begins the coach, “if you’ve ever

was long gone; Jackson couldn’t remember the last time he had
even seen his father. And the man his mom married may as well be
gone too. He was the father of his siblings, but he was no father

thought about playing college ball? I mean, I’m sure you’ve got

to Jackson. Not anymore. All Jackson ever truly had was his mom

some offers. But me and my boys at Ruston could really use

for support and basketball to keep his heart beating. That was his

someone like you playing for us.”

pure focus in Texas.

Jackson feels his heart starting to beat a million miles a

But life was finally looking up. Everything seemed to

minute as he sees the coach reach in his jacket and pull out a card.

be falling into place. Coach’s offer was the only one Jackson had

He takes a deep breath to slow down his heart rate.

received so far, but Jackson knew he wouldn’t give any other offer

“Really, I’d love to have you on my team. And we’ll take

the time of day. Ruston College was it. It was home. It was a full

care of you, of everything, no questions asked.” The coach hands

ride. It was another chance at the game. It was everything he

Jackson the card and puts his hand on Jackson’s shoulder, looking

could ever want.

him straight in the eye. “My information is on this card,” he tells

“MOM!” Jackson walks into the house, putting his

Jackson. “Think about what I’ve said. I really hope to hear from you

basketball bag down at the door. After not hearing a response, he

soon.” The coach starts to walk away, then turns back for a final

yells again. “MOM!”

comment. “I can tell you’ve got heart, Jackson. You’re dedicated. We
could really use someone like you.” With that, he leaves.
Jackson watches the coach turn and walk away, then he

“I’m in the kitchen, Jackson,” his mom calls. “Quit all that
yelling in my house and act like you got some sense!” Jackson
follows his mom’s voice, running up behind her to hug her when

takes a moment to catch his own breath. An offer. A full offer. All

he sees her standing at the counter. He waves to his siblings Haley

expenses paid just for him to be able to play college basketball. He

and David sitting at the table.

looks down at the card. Ruston College. In Louisiana. Back home.
The happiness that typically evades Jackson after the games hits
him with full force. This is the chance he needs. A fresh start. A full

“I guess y’all had a good game, then?” his mom asks,
noting his uplifted demeanor.
“Well, we won, of course,” Jackson tells her as he takes

ride to play basketball. And getting a chance to go back to where

a seat at the table. “But that’s not all. Actually … here,” Jackson

he’s from.

motions for his mom to come closer, and he gives her the coach’s

Jackson starts again towards the locker room, but with
more hope than he’s felt in a long time.
He’s on his way back home.

card. He talks to her as she reads it. “A full offer, Mom. The coach
came up to me after the game. He said they could use someone
like me, and it was just his first time seeing me play.” Jackson’s
mom finishes looking at the card, and their eyes meet. “I want
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to take the offer, Mom. I want to commit,” Jackson pauses for a

Jackson’s mom sighs again, shaking her head. “Jackson, I

moment, then continues. “Everything I am is back in Louisiana. I

swear I had nothing to do with this. That coach gave you an offer

want to go back home.”

because you deserve it. Not because of me, or Terry. Because of

His mom looks him deep in the eyes, then back down at

you.” She reaches across the table, putting Jackson’s hands in hers.

the card. A slight frown is growing on her face, causing Jackson to

“I promise, Jackson.” All of Jackson’s emotions run rampant. He

develop one too. “Aren’t you happy?” he asks, confused. “A full offer,

feels nothing, but everything at the same time. What he knows

Mom. A full offer like, no money, no worries.” Jackson’s own frown

now is that he needs to get out of the house to clear his mind.

deepens. “Most moms are through the roof when their kids get
offers. What’s wrong?”

“I’m going out,” Jackson says roughly, removing his hands
from his mom’s and heading to get his bag by the door.

Jackson’s mom sighs, putting the card on the table and

“Out?” his mom questions. When Jackson doesn’t

looking up at him. “I am happy, Jackson. Of course I’m happy. This

respond, she asks again. “Jackson! Where do you think you’re

is your dream, and I’ll always support you. It’s just…”. She sighs

going? Jackson!”

again. “This is the school Terry coaches at, Jackson.”
Jackson stares at his mom for a moment, all emotion

Jackson’s mom opens her mouth to yell again, but Jackson
has already grabbed his bag and is walking out the door.

draining from his body. He hadn’t cared to hear Terry’s name ever

There’s only one place he can go to get his mind

since they moved to Texas. In Louisiana, Terry was his mom’s

back right, to feel some sort of semblance of sanity: the

husband and the father of his two younger siblings, and they were

basketball court.

a family. However, after his mom moved them to Texas, Jackson
never heard from Terry. He focused on his own kids, and that
was all. Terry decided that he had his family; it just didn’t include
Jackson anymore. Suddenly, emotion fills Jackson again.
“So this was all him then, huh?” He questions his mother.

Jackson reaches the court, throwing his bag on the
ground. He just can’t wrap his head around everything that had
happened. He spent his whole high school career perfecting his

“I’m not good enough to be his son, but I’m good enough to play

craft, just to finally get an offer that was possibly from a man

on his team? Is that what this is?” Jackson’s voice starts to rise

that doesn’t want anything to do with him. Jackson picks up

with his anger. “Or what, is it some type of reconciliation? He thinks

a basketball, rolling it around a few times in his hands. This is

he can make things okay with an offer? I don’t need anything from

everything I have ever wanted, though, thinks Jackson. He shoots a

him. I don’t want ANYTHING that came from him.” Jackson seethes,

couple of free throws, takes the ball back in his hands, and takes a

looking at his mom only to see her concern etched across her face.

deep breath. Jackson rubs his hands against the rough exterior of

“Or did it come from you?” he asks her, his tone calming a bit. “My

the ball.

first offer just happens to come from your husband. Your husband

An offer is still an offer, he thinks, starting to dribble the

that stopped acting like I existed. The same husband that I mean

basketball. Jackson hadn’t received any college offers until Coach

nothing to anymore. Did you tell him to get me an offer?” Jackson’s

Parker showed up to his game, and as the season continues, offers

eyes brim with tears.

will be harder to come by. Finally getting his first offer, and from
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the college that is in his hometown, fills Jackson with hope for the
future. Even if it did come from Terry, a chance to play basketball at
the college level is huge. And if it didn’t come from Terry, if it was
real, then … Jackson dribbles towards the goal, making a layup. He
turns, looking at the empty stands.

that feels as right as his next breath.
This is Jackson Starks. I was wondering when would be a good time
to talk with you?
Almost as soon as the text has been sent, Jackson’s phone
starts to ring.

These would be filled. Every single week.

“Hello?”

Jackson makes his way down the court, faking out

“Jackson Starks,” Coach Parker chuckles lightly. “I’m

imaginary opponents as he starts dribbling.
The crowd would know my number, know my name. This would be
bigger than high school. Way bigger.
Jackson fakes out another opponent, circling around to run
up to the net.

completely on your time, kid. All you have to do is say the word,
and we can get this ball rolling.” He takes a pause, then starts
again. “So, are you saying the word?”
Jackson closes his eyes, taking a moment. He speaks once
he’s opened them again. “Yes, sir,” he says, the calmness in his

This offer could really change things for me.

voice masking the beating of his heart. “Of course, my mom will

It could change everything.

have some questions about the program, and I know we would

Suddenly, the scene becomes vivid for Jackson. It’s a

like to come tour the facilities. But Ruston College is it for me; I

Saturday night. The crowd is going crazy. Seconds are ticking by on

can feel it. I’d like to commit.” The coach’s smile is almost audible

the clock as the game comes to an end. It’s tied, and the only thing

through the phone.

between Jackson and the net is the last opponent standing in front

“We will do everything we can to show you this is where

of him. The energy in the stands flows into Jackson’s hands. He

you belong. I’ll start working to get a tour set up for you and have

sees the goal behind the player, and his feet move on their own

some information sent your way.” Jackson smiles and tells the

accord. Right, left, boom. The player stumbles, giving Jackson enough

coach thank you, feeling an end to their conversation until Coach

time to run around him. Step one, two… Jackson’s in the air. His

Parker speaks again.

right arm sails over his head, basketball in tow and then…
He makes the dunk. The buzzer goes off. The crowd races

“Welcome to the team, son.” A pause. “Or should I say,
‘Welcome home?’”

onto the court, and all of the fans surround Jackson. The energy,
the support, the love. He can literally feel it. Jackson takes a

Jackson starts making his way back home again, feeling

moment, catching his breath. He looks around the stadium once

more uplifted than he has in a long time. Working through his

again, then down at the basketball.

emotions on the court gave him clarity on his situation, and again

I can have everything I’ve ever wanted.

he feels hopeful about his future. A full college offer just isn’t

This would just be the beginning.

something you turn down. And even if his stepdad was the reason

He heads back to his bag, picking up his cellphone.

for the offer, Jackson was determined to show them he had his

After sending a quick message to his mom, saying he was at the

own talents to bring to the table. He never needed a handout. He

basketball court, Jackson finds himself sending another text; a text

was going to prove himself by any means.

106

107

The Quatrain

Jackson gets ready to open the front door, but his mom
beats him to it. The look on her face says everything he expected.
“I’m sorry,” he mumbles, eyes downcast. His mother stares daggers
at Jackson before speaking.
“I’m sorry, my butt. Get in the house, NOW.” Jackson’s
mom moves out of the way, letting him pass into the threshold. As
Jackson makes his way back into his room, he hears his mom sigh.
“Wait, Jackson.” He stops and turns to face her.
“I know things have been rough on you lately. Between
family issues, moving, I get it, really.” She reaches out to grab his
hand. “Just… work with me Jackson, please. I promise I’m always
going to be in your corner,” Jackson squeezes his mom’s hand. “I
know, Mom. And I’m really sorry about earlier. I wasn’t trying to be
rude. I just wasn’t in the right headspace.”
Jackson releases his mom’s hand and takes a deep breath.
“I did some thinking, though. I’m taking the offer. I’m going to
commit.” Jackson’s mom’s eyes start to well up with tears. His eyes
rolling, Jackson laughs at his mom. “Please don’t start crying. It’s
not that big of a deal.” Jackson’s mom makes an exaggerated gasp.
“NOT that big of a deal? Boy.” She wraps her arm around Jackson’s
neck, putting him in a playful chokehold. “My son is on his way to
going pro. I’m gonna make the biggest deal out of this.” She runs
her hands over Jackson’s coily hair before releasing him, both of
them laughing. “I’m proud of you, Jackson.” Jackson chuckles, hugs
his mom goodnight, then heads to his room. He steps inside and
takes a look at the posters on his wall. Lebron. Kobe. Wade. All of
the greats surround him, and he feels their eyes on him.
I’m on my way up there with y’all. This is just the beginning.
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